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IV.

A SWISS-AMERICAN FAMILY'S HOMECOMING
AFTER THREE HUNDRED YEARS

Frederick W. Vogler

In an earlier publication on my own family's European roots, I had
occasion to write-~rather wistfully, it now seems--of how our modem family's
ancestors had apparently renounced all ties with those they left behind in
Switzerland and Germany, never looking back once they had chosen to emigrate
to North America in 1742 and had then succeeded in establishing themselves
initially in New England and North Carolina, then across the continent as far as
Ontario and California. The completeness of this break with the past was all the
more remarkable in that no evidence whatever has ever been found of any
significant American and Canadian descendants in their European roots until our
own time and within the last twenty-five years.
As it happened, the person most responsible for that recent change was not
even a member of our family but rather a devoted Swiss friend and colleague of
mine at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. This was the late Dr.
Augustin Maissen (1921-1992), active for many years as a promoter and officer
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Professor Augustin Maissen
with Robert Frederick Vogler
on His Second Birthday

At Lunch in Oberhasli
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of the Swiss-American Historical Society, who with immense patriotic satisfaction
discovered while in Germany in 1980 that my family was actually not of German
origin but rather Swiss, having lived for centuries in the town of Oberhasli in
Canton Zurich before moving on to what amounted to a fifty-year pause in
Gondelsheim/Baden prior to departing for the New World. Since he was visiting
his own family in Switzerland at the time, he was then able to follow up that
initial discovery by consulting church records now preserved in Zurich's Cantonal
Archives, enabling him to identify two still earlier generations of Oberhasli
Vogler ancestors as far back as 1599, when record-keeping began in the
Reformed parish ·there and the names of Jogli and Agly Vogler first appeared as
grandparents of our last Swiss ancestor Rudolf.
Having won the admiration and gratitude of my Vogler relatives for this
major contribution to our family's history, he then frequently participated for
several years in our Philipp Christoph Vogler Memorial Foundation, a family
corporation with some five hundred members in the United States and Canada,
before the onset of a mortal illness forced him to take early retirement and return
to his family in Switzerland to live out the four remaining years of his life in
Larue and Ilanz (GR).

Since my earlier nostalgic observation was made, a number of us latterday descendants of our emigrant ancestor Philipp Christoph Vogler have enjoyed
the remarkable privilege of returning as a group to the very places where he and
his forebears once lived, first in Switzerland and then relatively briefly in what
is now Germany.

Exactly 250 years after he and his father--Hans Georg,

grandson and son, respectively, of the Swiss emigrant Rudolf--put the Old Worid
behind them as they sailed away in 1742 to far-off Broad Bay (now Waldoboro)
on the coast of Maine northeast of Portland, twenty-five of us made that
transatlantic trip in reverse as part of a carefully planned family pilgrimage that
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would take us across Switzerland and southwestern Germany to visit the two
towns where our family once lived and moved and had its inconspicuous being.
My planning committee assignment had been to draw up a trip itinerary
based on my own previous experience living, studying, and traveling in that part
of Europe, arranging for overnight stays and points-of-interest stops in places
where I had actually been before. As things turned out, the only exceptions were
to be Philipp Christoph's birthplace of Gondelsheim and that of his wife Anna
Catharina in nearby Oetisheim, neither of which I had actually seen before,
although I had been taken by Augustin Maissen himself to visit Oberhasli/Zurich
eight years earlier.
With Charlotte, North Carolina, as our assembly point for a Lufthansa
round-trip flight to Frankfurt, our Riickkehr in die Heimat would unfold for us
between May 17 and May 27, 1992. For many of us, this was the first encounter
ever with most of the other participants, often remote but still authentic cousins,
coming not only from cities and towns scattered across North Carolina but also
from places as distant as Vermont, Massachusetts, California, Texas, and
Missouri to join the group later in Geneva and Zurich. Before departure, we
were each given a "survival kit" of easy-access maps marked to show the exact
itinerary we would be following once we reached Switzerland the next day and
a handsome ceramic polychrome badge, each with a reproduction of a 17thcentury Zurich Vogler coat-of-arms, the member's name, and a personal
identification number to be used at roll call while traveling together. Once we
reached Europe, it was agreed that I would act as an admittedly non-professional
tour guide as well as interpreter/translator as needed for both German and
French, offering a running commentary over the loudspeaker of our tour bus and
answering all questions as best I could.
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As a matter of fact, the first week of our trip took us to parts of
Switzerland that were surely irrelevant to our family pilgrimage--Geneva, Vaud,
Bern, Lucerne, the Forest Cantons--since there would have been no reason for
our rural Canton Zurich ancestors to the north ever to have had contact with what
would have been for them remote and even culturally foreign parts of
Switzerland. But it must be admitted that we did truly enjoy ·our own time there
as a worthwhile detour from our salute to family history. Finally, after one last
eventful day that took us as far as Vaduz in Liechtenstein and Lindau in Bavaria,
we reached Horgen on Lake Zurich as our base for the high point of the trip the
next day: our homecoming visit to the Niederhasli/Oberhasli district some ten
kilometers north of downtown Zurich, with a full schedule of events planned in
coordination with local town and church officials before we ever left the United
States.
Homecoming Day, Sunday, May 24, 1992, dawned bright and promising
for that important occasion. Since the day's official program was to begin with
a late-morning church service in Niederhasli, specially delayed for our
convenience, we all dressed much more formally than we had up to that point,
with the men of the group in suits or navy-blue blazers and tan slacks and with
each of us proudly displaying the personalized family-crest badge we had been
given in Charlotte. Leaving Horgen, we rode along virtually empty roads the
short distance into Zurich and then beyond into its outlying northern suburbs.
Suddenly the steeple of the Niederhasli Reformed parish church came into view
just where the map showed the town to be, and soon the bus pulled into the
appointed parking lot near the church as its bells announcing the service rang
loudly.
As we left the bus, we were greeted by Eduard and Flora Herzog from
Zurich, whom I had met the year before in North Carolina during a special
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program at ·my university for Swiss teachers of English and who had generously
volunteered to help with the preparations for this homecoming visit, identifying
and contacting the local officials to be involved and then arranging to take part
themselves in that day's festivities. As a group, we walked together down the
street to the church, where we were greeted at the door by the pastor, the Rev.
Mr. Hunhevicz, and his assistant pastor, the Rev. Mrs. Regine Liischer, whose
duties included holding monthly services at the Oberhasli church, part of the
Niederhasli parish.
Once inside the building, we were seated together at the front of the
sanctuary, with the regular parishioners filing in to the side and back of us while
a vigorous organ voluntary was being played. After a short welcoming address
to us given in English by Mrs. Liischer at Mr. Hunhevicz's request, the service
continued in German with a sermon based on the New Testament text of Jesus'
image of the Vine and the Branches and with sonorous traditional German hymns,
including--coincidentally but appropriately--a strong, simple Moravian anthem of
the sort that our later Vogler ancestors might have sung in 18th-century
Herrnhuter congregation towns in Maine or North Carolina.
After the service, we remained for a few minutes at the church to meet
parishioners and to be taken on a tour of that ·ancient building, whose present
appearance is only the latest phase of a long architectural evolution from the High
Middle Ages down to recent modem renovations. Finally, we regrouped and
made our way to a nearby restaurant for the special lunch that had been prepared
for us and our local guests, the Herzogs, the Liischers, Mrs. Hunhevicz, and a
cordial young woman journalist, Ursula Kundert, on hand that day to cover the
event for her local newspaper and who later wrote an illustrated article about our
visit that was published in the community year~ook, the Niederhasler Jahresblatt
(January 1993).

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol30/iss2/6

6

Vogler: A Swiss Family's Homecoming After Three Hundred Years

36

After lunch, it was time to proceed as a group a mile and a half down the
road past Mettmenhasli to Oberhasli, where an official afternoon ceremony and
reception had been arranged for us by the local town council and its president,
Mr. Urs Liidi. Reaching the center of the village, we were invited to enter its
800-year-old church where our ancestors had once worshipped--Rudolf Vogler
having been the last one some 300 years ago--for a welcoming speech delivered
in English by Mr. Liidi, who shared with us what he had learned of our Oberhasli
forebears of the 18th century and who distributed a number of specially prepared
prints of the church and some photocopied historical documents.

After that

ceremony, we were shown the rest of the building and then escorted back down
the street to the edge of town for an outdoor reception in our honor at the
farmhouse of Town Councilor Werner Martaler, whose family name happens to
be the same as that of our first known maternal ancestor Agly Martaler Vogler,
Philipp Christoph's early 17th-century great-great-grandmother. For the better
part of an hour, we enjoyed the food, drink, and company of the Martalers and
our other Oberhasli hosts that day, together with several of our new friends from
Niederhasli. Sitting there in the warm, bright sunshine of that Sunday afternoon,
I was struck by the calm, neat, very gently rolling landscape all around us, with
nothing whatever about it to suggest the usual American image of Alpine
Switzerland or even of Europe in general except for the distinctive appearance of
the buildings.
Our Homecoming Day program now ended with photograph-taking,
farewells, name and address exchanges, and our own warm thanks to our
Niederhasli and Oberhasli hosts for a thoroughly gratifying, unforgettable
experience. Although our trip would last three more days, with a secondary
homecoming--withoutceremony or reception--at Gondelsheim' s Evangelical parish
church some 180 kilometers to the north, our visit to Niederhasli and Oberhasli
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Reformed Church of Oberhasli, Ct.Zurich
(12th Century)
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would remain the most important and most moving experience of our European
trip.

After all, to borrow and add to the English title of Johann David Wyss'
early 19th-century novel Der schweizerische Robinson, this had indeed been "The
Return of the Swiss Family Vogler."

The one who had made it possible,

Augustin Maissen, was not there to share the moment with us, having died just
three days earlier in Hanz. But surely he would have been pleased.

The Vogler
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Stammbaum der Familie Vogler/ Fogler Jogli Vogler

<ID

Agly Martaler

I
Ulrich Vogler
(* 1631)

t

<ID

Anna Vogel

Rudolf Vogler
(* 1657 in Oberhasli
1735 in Gondelsheim)

aD

I

Anna Maria Strauss
(1662-1732)

I
Anna Barbara
(* 1696)

Hans Georg
(* 1698 in Gondelsheim
t 1760 in Broad Bay.
Maine)

<ID

Hanns Rudolf
(1701-1712)

Margaretha

(*t 1700)

<ID

(1) Catharina
(1702-1735)

Maria Margaret}:la
(1704-1706 )

Anna Catharina
(1708-1714)

(2) Erna Maria

I

Maria Margaretha
(* 1738 in Gondelsheim, tin Crvenka)
Philipp Christoph
(* 1723 in Gondelsheim
t 1790 in Bethania.
~orth Carolina)

1

<ID

Maria Catherina
(* 1724)

Johann Rudolf
(* 1725)

Johann Georg
(* 1728)

Philipp Jacob
(* 1730)

Johann Michael
(1732-1740)

(

Anna Catharina Seitz
* 1732 in Otisheim
t 1770 in North Carolina)

I
John Fo2ler
(* ~ 1750)

Lorenz
(* 1752)

Philip
Martin
(* 1754)

Samuel
(* 1757)

George
Michael
(* 1759)

Anna
Catharina
(*1761)

Tochter
(*t ~1763)

Christoph
(* 1765)

Margaretha
(* 1767)

Elizabeth
(* 1770)

Die unrersrrichenen Personen sind Srammviiter und -mutter der Besucher
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